Such scathing assessments of the supposed simplicity of melodrama and the "intelligence of its audiences" were, themselves, crassly simplistic, with the irony of Fay's vicious indictment of melodrama vividly apparent when one considers the complexity of "Irish Nights." Described as "melodramas within melodramas," 7 Irish Nights were performances of popular, political melodramas in Belfast which precipitated rowdy paratheatrical responses from local audiences, and were unique to the city given its context as a crucible of sectarian conflict throughout the Irish Revival. 8 In this period, the recrudescence of nationalist feeling had generated a popular new genre of Irish patriotic melodrama which was staged throughout the country; however, what distinguished performances of these political melodramas in Belfast was the ritualised rowdiness it prompted from working class audiences, who flocked to the theatre in their droves. The lack of "real" rioting outside
Belfast's theatres on Irish Nights, however, suggests the off-stage performance of such inhouse ructions -in a city all too often wracked by very real rioting -were mock ones:
ritualised and recreational; part of the night out.
To contextualise the phenomenon of Irish Nights, I will first examine how the advent of modern Irish drama was built on an abjection of a popular theatre practice pejoratively dismissed as simplistic and sentimental. Although this foundational myth has been debunked by scholars over the past two decades, much of this scholarship is confined to (and by) theatre in the capital. This essay, in contrast, examines how Belfast's history of sectarian conflict shaped the theatrical conditions for the reception of popular performance in such a way that the city acquired a notorious reputation as a tough audience for touring theatre.
In this essay I will also investigate Irish Nights in relation to the riotous rural performances of historical melodramas that (literally) staged the sectarian historical conflicts of the Battle of Aughrim and the Siege of Londonderry, which were wildly popular throughout Ulster in the mid-to-late nineteenth century. These amateur folk melodramas were the precursory cousins of later melodramas presented before Belfast's recently urbanised working class, though in a professional and institutional context. Drawing on Peter Brook's seminal work, I will argue that both these melodramatic practices, through their dramatic polarizations, "acted" as modes "of conception and expression… [a] fictional system for making sense of experience" 9 that helped (re)produce the violent, public, political performances of communal identity enacted outside of the auditorium, in the increasing ghettoised and politically volatile Belfast of the period.
This essay concludes with the argument that beyond their comically chaotic appearance, Irish Nights -and their rural counterparts -are extraordinarily complex, paratheatrical performances of power and resistance that raise provocative questions as to the political agency of audiences: an issue largely ignored in Irish theatre historiography and criticism. This essay finishes with a final methodological observation as to how (Irish) theatre history continues to privilege a metropolitan narrative and argues the importance of displacing and dilating this emphasis to interrogate theatrical practice beyond the capital.
Critical consideration of theatre and performance in contested cities like Belfast, will not only enhance our understanding of the complexity of melodrama (both on and off the stage), but will raise profound challenges to, and rich possibilities for, the future direction of Irish theatre historiography.
Irish Theatre and the Revival: Melodramatic Slatterns Vs the Modernist Muse
Frank Fay's contempt for melodrama and its "intensely uncritical and ignorant type" 10 of audience was shared by many of his Revivalist compatriots. George Moore excoriated the "illiterate puerilities" of playwrights who pandered to the base appetites of their audiences for a "trough full of guineas", abandoning high art for the "the unclean straw of melodrama and farce," their genius "submerged beneath the waves of popular taste." 11 Yeats, too, abjured "melodrama and its easy victory over our sensibilities" 12 and in those formative years before the founding of the Irish Literary Theatre, had praised John Todhunter's poetic drama for "appealing to that circle of cultivated people who remain faithful to the rightful Muses, and have not bowed the knee to those two slatterns, farce and melodrama." 13 This axis of allegiance between Muses and slatterns, poetic drama and melodrama, tells us much about Yeats's sensibilities, although in this instance his invocation of the Muses constitutes an entirely different kind of intervention from the gods than that practiced nightly in the Queen's Theatre, 14 where rough divinities sat in both gallery and pit: the unwashed watching the ungodly. Indeed, the founding manifesto of modern Irish drama drawn up by the Irish Literary Theatre disavows the trope and tradition of the Stage Irishman and its bastardized Boucicaultian progeny in favour of "a Celtic and Irish School of dramatic literature" that will
show that "Ireland is not the home of buffoonery and easy sentiment, as it has been
represented." 15 
Irish Nights in Belfast
Irish Nights were unique to Belfast, largely because the city was a crucible of sectarian conflict throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century (more were killed in local rioting than in all of the nationalist rebellions of the nineteenth century It was quite a common thing to throw an unfortunate offender or unpopular personage from the gallery to the pit and there kick and buffet him 'til almost dead, nothing apparently but the dread of the law causing them to desist... seats were torn up and thrown about through the house and on to the stage causing the speedy exit of the actor. 33 One of the worst disturbances took place in 1906 ( another society have produced them as often as I have fingers and toes. 35 The phenomenal popularity of these plays prompted another satiric critic to claim in mockbrogue, "These dramas constichoot the foinest Iorish stage licheratoor we hev' got at the prisint moment." 36 Irish Nights appealed to, and were attended by, working class audiences from both sides of Belfast's sectarian divide, with both factions well fuelled with the "liquid fire and distilled damnation" 37 that the temperance campaigner, Reverend William O'Hanlon, despaired was all too prodigiously consumed by the city's lower orders. Both camps also attended the theatre equipped with instruments, flags, oranges and pockets stocked with Belfast confetti: little wonder then that one playgoer referred to Irish Nights as "melodramas within melodramas," and certainly, they can be seen as plays-within-plays, with multiple roles being performed both on and off the stage by Catholic and Protestant audiences.
Perhaps the best account of an Irish Night is related in the Ulster actor, Whitford Kane's memoirs, as he recalls a performing in Boucicault's The Shaughraun:
The play was generally turned into a battle between the religious factions. Naturally, it was a nervous play for the actors, especially those cast for the roles of the priest and young Fenian hero. The players of these characters knew that the pit would be friendly to them, but they often looked with anxious eyes at the gallery, knowing that the climax at the end of the first act would cause a hullabaloo. This occurred when the young Irish rebel was in hiding. The gallery patrons would point out to the English captain where he was concealed for they believed this was their duty as true British subjects, and, when the priest refused to disclose it, they hurled rivets and bottles at the actor. Luckily this scene happened just before the intermission and the asbestos curtain served as a timely shield for the players...and the gallery policeman would conveniently turn his back and see nothing if an odd rivet should find its way there.
Cracking the skull of a fellow citizen during a performance of The Shaughraun was hardly a misdemeanour. Irving. Stoker reasoned that the rarity of successful historical plays in England was best explained by his compatriot playwright, Boucicault, who declared in "a beautiful Irish brogue which was part natural, part cultivated" that, "The rayson why historical plays so seldom succeed is because a normal audience doesn't go to the thaytre with its politics in its breeches pockets." 41 Evidently, both Boucicault and Stoker were ignorant of how the former's plays were received by the "abnormal" audiences of Belfast whose pockets positively bulged with politics, as well as with projectiles of various kinds.
In contradistinction to Dublin, where the nationalist heroes of Wolfe Tone, Robert
Emmet et al, arrived on stage to deafening cheers of "patriotic sentiment" and villains, (informers, soldiers and police), were catcalled and "hissed", these roles and receptions were reversed to riotous effect in Belfast. The city had none of the capital's (relative) political homogeneity as was evident when these productions toured North where the demographic differences of local audiences undermined the dramaturgical dialectic at the heart of these political melodramas, (in terms of good vs evil, virtue vs vice, nationalism vs unionism), and disrupted the hero-villain hierarchy of the play. Again, the drama of these occasions was well underway before the curtain had even been raised with partisan cries of "Up the Celts" and "Go on the Blues" 44 (local Catholic and Protestant football teams) providing a sectarian prelude to the play's opening tune: "The
Wearing of the Green" -a nationalist ballad commemorating the 1798 Rising -that prompted the collected Catholic choirs of the Falls and the Markets to demonstrate their political solidarity, if not their musicality, as they roared along:
I met with Napper Tandy, he took me by the hand, And he said, "how is old Ireland, and how does she stand?"
She's the most distressful country that ever yet was seen, They are hanging men and women there for wearing of the green.
45
In response, a similarly enthused Shankill replied with a loyalist broadside of the "The What the Kennedy Miller company -straight from the applause of the Old Queen's theatre in Dublin -thought of their noisy prelude, I could only guess;
probably they were prepared for it, possibly they enjoyed it. 48 Local audiences certainly enjoyed these occasions, with Hugh McCartan recalling how the West (of Belfast) would awake as the "thrilling news spread like wildfire through the Falls, the Pound Loney, the Markets.... "Lord Edward" is coming to the Royal." 49 Obviously, the tumultuous conditions and tendentious positions that accompanied these rowdy paratheatrical performances radically affected the reception of the play given its divided "interpretative communities." Indeed, the febrile atmosphere of the occasions conditioned the theatrical experience in ways that coerced individuals within both factions to decode the theatre event and its depictions of historical events in particular, partisan ways. In such a heated sectarian setting, such readings were so over-determined as to be impervious to all attempts by directors, authors or actors to influence their reading of the play/performance, with each side wholeheartedly supporting separate characters as surrogates for their own community's political beliefs. Consequently, on Irish Nights, different sections of the audience cheered at different occasions; they chanted different slogans and sung different songs in a rowdy environment that resembled that of a local football match. The physical segregation of this polarized and highly partisan audience not only minimized points of contact and conflict between both communities, but also helped reinforce how each side "read" the historical events being staged before them. Thus, this territorial segregation of communities and the tribal support for separate characters that characterized these theatrical events is significant for its deeper structural effect not only in regulating and reinforcing each faction's reading of the performance within the institutional frame of theatre building but in understanding its wider significance on the larger political stage that lay beyond the playhouse.
Consider the above in relation to the powerful final scene of Lord Edward.
Commended by critics for its powerful emotional charge, the play's denouement is an anomalous exemplar of melodrama's dramaturgy. On one hand, the melodramatic trope whereby heroes are "unjustly sentenced to die (but never executed)" 50 is violated as such a scenario (even for the most sensationalist melodramatist) was impossible given the hard historical facts of Fitzgerald's execution which precluded any prospect of a last minute reprieve or rescue. At the same time, Whitbread squeezes all the sensation and sentimentality out of the scene that he can as Lord Edward expires, en tableau, in the embrace of his weeping wife and children, regretting the death of the officer he had killed during his arrest whilst remaining true to the cause: "I would rather be here wounded as I am, dying of neglect in this miserable dungeon, than be Pitt at the head of the British Empire." 51 The villain, Higgins, taunts the hero over his personal and political failure, "Every stick and coin yer have will go to the King, forfeited to the State…It's death ye're feeling …it's comin' nigh on ye now an' whin it grips ye hard and fast in its icy grasp, the Rebellion will die wid you, will die wid you." 52 Fitzgerald magnanimously forgives his foe, "I do notcannot blame you" and mournfully reflects on the failure of the rebellion, "Oh, to know that the green flag of liberty waved above our shores", before nobly parting with this paternal It was a scene that moved one Dublin critic to opine, "no-one who has witnessed this powerful acting in the last act, will fail to remember it as one of the most emotional and artistic representations ever staged." 54 Even in Belfast, "wet eyes" were "not confined to the There is one other crucially important element to these extraordinary theatrical events that needs to be considered, namely that although voluminous scholarship from various disciplines examines the socio-economic, cultural and demographic development of Belfast and those complex forces that drove the processes of polarisation that shaped the sectarian geography and identity of the city, the theatre, hitherto, has been completely neglected in all historical, anthropological, cultural, sociological and political research, even though it remained virtually the singular, secular meeting place in the whole of Belfast. 63 Catholics and We weren't so sweet on this type of dramatic art and generally collected a party of enthusiasts to patronize the performance, not so much to welcome the artists, rather to bring the play to an early conclusion....we filled our pockets with suitable missiles, such as bolts, rivets, half bricks and such things…we allowed the play to proceed until one of the actors burst forth into song. He managed to get through two lines of 'The
Wearing of the Green'…. The government considered so marked and romantic a character as Robert Emmett, and with such political views portrayed so forcefully… might have a dangerous effect on a people seething in revolt. 68 Stoker's reluctance to stage plays addressing contentious political or historical issues stemmed not from his political conservatism, nor any concern for his compatriots, but from his anxiety that such a charged production, the roisterous agency of audience could potentially usurp the starring role of his client: an inversion that was anathema to him. As manager of the greatest player of the British stage, Stoker sought to ensure that all elements of the theatre event were subordinated to Henry Irving's star billing. Although Robert Emmett was written as a star vehicle for his Irving, Stoker realised that such arrangements was easily threatened by the political agency of audiences:
A great political situation may like any other great existing force form a milieu for dramatic action…but where the political situation is supposed to be lasting or eternally analogous, it is apt to create in the minds of an audience varying conditions of thought and sympathy. And where these all-powerful forces of an audience are opposed they become mutually destructive, being only united into that one form which makes for the destruction of the play. 69 Stoker's description of audiences as "all powerful forces": able to digest, deconstruct, even ultimately 'destroy' texts if they disagree with their politics, incisively identifies a greater sophistication of nineteenth-century audiences than they are generally accredited, as well as illustrating their critical and creative contribution to 'activating' the theatrical text in order to produce their own meaning.
In relation to the agency and activity of audiences, I would like to briefly consider two other extraordinary melodramas that were predominantly staged in rural areas throughout
Ulster and which are not examined in Watt, Herr, Fitz-Simon or Trotter's studies: The Siege of Londonderry by John Mitchelburne and The Battle of Aughrim, by Robert Ashton (Fig. 3) .
In spite of their phenomenal popularity, especially in Ulster, 70 neither had been examined in any detail: a neglect narcotically noted by historian G.C. Duggan -"The poppy of oblivion appears to have fallen on them" 71 -and only The Battle of Aughrim has received any scholarly attention. 72 As may be surmised by the titles, both plays deal with the momentous seventeenth century battles that marked the defeat of Catholic armies by Williamite forces and the fact that these iconic historical events are enacted in each makes their historiographical banishment to the wings of Irish theatre history all the more ironic.
William Carleton records that both plays further fomented sectarian strife in rural
Ulster, albeit it, in a radical new form as, in Carleton's words, "political rancour became dramatic". He records that both plays "were acted in barns and waste houses night after night and were attended by multitudes, both Catholic and Protestant." 73 Both were widely taught in hedge schools, learned off by heart, and regularly recited and performed throughout the North. The Battle of Aughrim, in particular, was popular with the Orange Order, who enacted it in order to "show the whole world how the field of Aughrim was so gloriously won" 74 although, the extent to which their world extended beyond their Catholic neighbours is doubtful. 75 Attracted to the play's strongly pro-Williamite sentiments, the author being "a great enemy of Popery and wooden shoes," 76 they originally performed their play within their own community and these productions are very much performative precursors to the pageants and parades that are so much part of present-day Orange culture.
However, unlike performances of the modern day mock battle of Scarva, 77 members of the Catholic community also took part in these early productions of The Battle of Aughrim. 78 What is altogether more surprising is that these were not perforce performances as
Carleton records local Catholics actually approached the Orange Order to request if they could "be allowed the favour of representing the Catholic warriors of the disastrous field". 79 Subsequently, casting of the dramatis personae of Jacobite and Williamite forces, proceeded along traditional tribal lines and inevitably resulted in a sanguinary, sectarian showdown of erstwhile neighbours, roared on by their kith and kin in the audience, so that:
[W]hen they came to the conflict with which the play is made to close, [the Battle of Aughrim], armed as they were with real swords, political and religious resentment could not be restrained and they would have hacked each others' souls out had not the audience interfered and prevented them. As it was, some of them were severely, if not dangerously wounded. 80 A more literal manifestation of Conor Cruise O'Brien's maxim that Irishness is the condition of being involved in the Irish situation and usually of being mauled by it, 81 would be difficult to find. Subsequently, "swords were interdicted and staves substituted": an emergency health and safety measure that met with only limited success for the consequence "as might have been expected, was that heads were broken on both sides, and a general fight between Catholic and Protestant portions of the actors and the audience ensued." In spite of these minor setbacks, a "new system was adopted" with innovative introduction of cross-casting whereby Williamite characters were played by staunch Catholics, "all probably Ribbonmen", and Jacobite characters were to be played by "the most violent Orangemen in the parish."(133) This new system initially worked, with the only act of violence involving the ejection of "an unfortunate flunkey, who had seen a play in Dublin…shouted 'up with the rag,' for which, as it was supposed that he meant to turn the whole thing into ridicule, he was kicked out by the Ghost, who…was one of the stoutest fellows amongst them." 82 The play proceeded peaceably until the stage floor of the local barn collapsed and enmities amongst the audience members resumed as the actors' "orange and green ribbons were soon flung off as false emblems of the principles which they had adapted only for the sake of ending the play in peaceable manner." 83 Carleton's two versions of these performances, (even his comically exaggerated and and lick them now", 84 a retributive reversal that resonated with the millenarian politics of the Ribbonmen and other nationalist secret societies. Conversely, Protestant actors sought to (re)produce the play to protect and perpetuate the social order it helped shore up, which secured their superiority ever since the historic battle they were now literally re-enacting:
"'We licked them before'" said the Orangemen, 'an' by japers, we'll lick them again.'" 85 Carleton's description of a divided community, ritually re-enacting the past to reinforce it on one side and rewrite it on the other is remarkable. All the more so when One explanation is that as a venue, the official auditorium provided a different spatial and temporal context from the streets outside; one which helped to-literally and figuratively -contain its audience. Such a "safety valve" thesis is supported by historian D.A. Reid who suggests that "apart from the hustings, the theatre was perhaps the last location where an eighteenth century commotion could still occur" 87 given that it was a public forum which facilitated expressions of distress from the downtrodden sections of society. Certainly, the lack of any serious disturbances on Irish Nights outside theatres in Belfast-a city, regularly racked by very real rioting -indicates that they did act as a safety valve and the fact that only "a few cracked heads" were incurred suggests these "battles between religious factions" were mock ones, rituals, and part of the night out. Political placards were also brought to the theatre and the riot commenced when the band began to perform "God Save the King" at the end of the play.
The deliberate selection of the theatre as the venue to target the Viceroy dramatically illustrates how the theatre also operated as a public stage for the expression of political discontent and indeed there have been also many cases in Belfast of the theatre being used for similar paratheatrical political performances. 89 As Christopher Morash highlights in his vivid survey of the Irish stage, the theatre had long enjoyed a "legal status…as a place of public protest" 90 and the prolific number of protests, and disturbances that transpired in nineteenth century's playhouses were events that were tolerated by civil and legal authorities. Official recognition of this role was actually enshrined in law as was reflected by the fact that the legal defence for these Orangemen, "based its case on the theory that a disturbance at the theatre was not a breach of the peace": 91 a legal argument confirming the unique sociopolitical position of theatre and illustrating rather remarkable levels of tolerance for such practices in an increasingly strict age.
In fact, as an institution, theatre was unique in that it straddled two vying, political cultures: that of the eighteenth century's riotous public protest and the nineteenth century's rigid social control. It was able to accommodate both given its particular position in society as a "closed" or only "semi-public" arena wherein "social disruption could occur without necessarily having implications for the whole social order." 
Commented [MP3]:
Second, the kind of nation and feelings about nation that are played out by the Belfast audiences' activation of melodrama through their participation might be a nation that arrives as already contested, the site of struggle and even violence, rather than the kind of coherence towards which more conscious (bourgeois) nation-making projects in the theatre might be aiming. And that in this instance melodrama does not provide the kind of satisfying resolution in favour of one side (the good) with which we might normally associate it, but, at least in some of the cases you discuss, actually holds open, renews, re-activates its own black-andwhite conflicts. It is a more unstable, less consensual form, at least in its activation by Belfast audiences, than it is routinely assumed to be. way predisposed them to read the spectacle before them in certain ways, whilst concomitantly restricting their modes of response, all of which eroded their political agency, rendering them passive spectators rather than rowdy participants (Fig. 3) .
As the overwhelming majority of Irish historians and critics have concentrated on twentieth century Irish theatre (and primarily concentrate on the national theatre in Dublin), it is perhaps unsurprising that the role and agency of audience-so prominent in the nineteenth century playhouse-has been relegated and has received so little scholarly attention. Indeed, the success of modernism in removing the rowdy, participative element of the nineteenth century theatre and controlling and containing audience agency within the new contract of modernist/realist theatrical practice can arguably be measured by their continuing "silence" in Irish Theatre Studies.
This neglect, however, has been to the detriment of the discipline as a whole as the question of audiences' political agency is crucial, not only for any investigation of the (re)production and reception of dramatic texts, but for the whole project of staging the nation.
After all, the very fact that theatre was used as an ideological apparatus to represent, or rather, invent, the Irish nation fundamentally calls into question the role of the people/spectators: were they passive audiences or active agents in this process? As Loren
Kruger inquires "is the audience spectator or participant? incoherent crowd or mature nation?" and does this "call for participation or simply assent?" 95 When such questions are considered in relation to audience dissent, as I've tried to consider here, these disciplinary processes and positions shaped by an embryonic national theatre become exponentially all the more complicated.
In light of this, Irish Nights in Belfast -and the folk melodramas that are their rural counterparts -should never be merely regarded as comically chaotic theatre events, but as complex, paratheatrical performances of power and resistance. Indeed, when we move beyond the surface simplicity of these melodramatic texts to examine them in their complex historical and geographical contexts, as well as the "play-full" interplay of the material stage and audience agency, an entirely new range of meaning is unleashed. founded on the premise that 'Ulster will fight and Ulster will be Right' and over half a
